G rowing old is a natural process, yet we humans try so hard to stop the clock ticking. We change our appearance with aesthetic surgery, improve our health with good nutrition and exercise (well a few of us do!), and treat with increasing success a number of illnesses that can kill us; but can we really stop or reverse the physiological process of ageing?
Yes, we can say scientists! R esearchers from New South Wales claim a discovery that could actually reverse the ageing process. Our cells' ability to repair themselves is slowed down by increasing age and radiation. Experimenting on mice, which they exposed to radiation, they discovered a critical step in the molecular process that allows cells to repair damaged DNA. This concerns the metabolite NAD + , which is present normally in every cell of our body, where its key role is to regulate protein interactions that control DNA repair.
Treating mice with this agent, 'the cells of the old mice were indistinguishable from those of the young mice, after just one week of treatment', claim the researchers. A clinical trial is to start shortly, and apparently NASA is interested in these findings as part of their plans to send humans to Mars! In case you didn't know, cosmic radiation accelerates ageing in astronauts. Oh no we cannot, say other scientists! S topping ourselves growing old is impossible, claim scientists from Arizona. They dispute theories that attribute ageing to a failure of selection, which allow for the possibility that if senescence-causing alleles are identified we may be able to delay the process of growing old.
Focusing on the role of intercellular competition within an organism, selection between somatic cells may delay ageing by getting rid of non-functioning cells. However, they claim, ageing does not depend only on the functional capacity of individual cells, but also on how well cells work together. So, while intercellular competition selects to get rid of non-functional cells, it may also select to keep cells that do not cooperate. Does that sound like our selection of politicians? Well, back to science. Researchers conclude that intercellular competition creates an 'inescapable double bind that makes ageing inevitable in multicellular organisms'. We continue to grow old and weak because our cells, like us, cannot work together to the common good! If the previous chat didn't depress you enough, here is some more! Is it worth striving for longevity for our progeny and ourselves if our world, as we know it, is to become extinct in just over 80 years?
The sixth mass world extinction due in 2100 O ur world has been witness to five 'mass extinction events' in the past 550 million years, each one taking millions of years to occur. Scientists believe these to be due to the 'cycling of carbon'. All of the mass extinction events happened after an upheaval of the carbon cycling between the atmosphere and the oceans.
Analysing the significant changes over the millions of years, researchers were able to determine a threshold of catastrophe to the carbon cycle. Beyond this limit, enough instability can occur to lead to mass extinction. It is estimated that 310 gigatons of carbon need to be added for a mass catastrophe to occur. Should we worry? Scientists have worked out, based on the current carbon emission rates, that the year 2100 may mark the demise of our global community! The tragedy is that it will be our fault. The ecologists have been warning us for years, but do we believe the evidence? 
How dogmatic can you be?
W e have already talked in previous issues of the journal about some of the science behind why so many of us are so sure of our beliefs and cannot change our minds despite irrefutable evidence to the contrary.
The previous study focused on the rigidity with which some of us hold political views, while this one examines religious and non-religious dogmatism. Examining the personality characteristics which are thought to drive religious and non-religious dogmatism, in 900 individuals, researchers found similarities as well as important differences between the two groups. Higher critical reasoning was associated with less dogmatism in both religious and non-religious groups. The more dogmatic they were, whether religious or non-religious, the less likely they were to consider the perspectives of others. However, the religious people differed in how moral concern influenced the rigidity of their thinking. The religious, say the authors 'may cling to certain beliefs, especially those at odds with analytical thinking, because those beliefs resonate with their moral sentiments and this affirms their beliefs'.
In previous work, they identified two brain networks, one for empathy and one for analytic thinking, which are in tension with each other. Our thought processes move between the two, choosing the appropriate network for the issue under consideration. In the religious dogmatist's mind the empathetic network dominates, while in the non-religious dogmatist's mind the analytic network takes over.
Dogmatism is not restricted to religion. In healthy people, it applies to beliefs and opinions about politics, diet (vegan, vegetarian or carnivorous), climate and other ecological matters, and more. Nationalism, populism and feeling disadvantaged N ationalism and populism appear to be on the increase but what does this mean? Three studies in different parts of the world (Warsaw, Poland; Kent, UK; and Maryland, USA) found that 'national collective narcissism', which is an unrealistic belief in the greatness of the nation, is linked to support for populism. In the UK study, collective narcissism predicted support for Brexit; in the US study, it predicted support for Donald Trump; and in the Polish study, it predicted support for the populist Law and Justice Party.
These associations were present even when controlling for conventional national identification. Importantly, the researchers also found that collective narcissism was increased in groups that felt disadvantaged in their country. The researchers suggest that narcissistic beliefs in the nation's greatness are a way to compensate for feeling worse off than other groups. Populist politicians fuel the narrative of relative disadvantage, and this reinforces national narcissistic beliefs and prejudices against other groups such as immigrants.
